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15. The Defiance Campaign, 19 5 2 

From the time when the National Parl:y rook power in 1948, the statutory en
trenchment of its apartheid policies caused concern to Blacks who favoured a 
unitary South Africa with no racial barriers. By mid-1951 the ANC's leaders felt 
that the time was ripe to discuss the desirabiuty of a common programme of action 
with other organisations. A joint conference of the national exec1.Jtive committees 
of the ANC and the SAIC was held in July 1951, at which representatives of the 
Franchise Action Council were present. The joint conference established a Joint 
Planning Council to co-ordinate the efforts of Black organisations in a mass re
sistance campaign against the pass laws and regulations relating to stock limit
aHon, and against the Group Areas Act, the Separate Representation of Voters 
Act, the Suppression of Communism Act and the Bantu Authorities Act (SAIC, 
1952). 

RESISTANCE AGAINST GOVERNMENT RF.GULATIONS 
Moroka was chairman of the Joint Planning Council. The other four members were 
Sisulu a...'1.d Marks of the ANC and Dadoo and Cachalia of the SAIC. The council 
recommended that the annual conference of the ANC should submit a form\11 
request to the government- to repeal the obnoxious laws before 29 February 195 2. 
Conferences of the SAIC and other organisations were asked to support the 
request. Should the government refuse, mass action had to be taken in the form of 
defiance of the laws mentioned. Volunteers had to be recruited. and organised into 
disciplined corps to defy certain laws. The Joint Planning Council strove for 
''a sustained form of mass action .. . which will gradually embrace larger groups of 
people . .. and make it possible for us to organise, discipline and lead the people in 
a planned manner". The council realised that they would need a considerable 
amount of money to execute the whole action, and recommended a one million 
shilling'! collection, with the slogan "One Million Shillings by the end of March, 
1952 for freedom" (Moroka et al., 1951). 

The ANC held its 1951 annual conference, as had by then become the custom, 
in mid-December in Bloemfontein. The proposal of the Joint Planning Council was 
accepted, although the Natal ANC did not see its way clear to participate in what 
became know n as the Defiance Campaign. A power struggle be tween the Natal 
president, A. W . G. Champion, and the local CYL during 1951 had seriously 
weakened the Natal ANC. This had led to the election of Albert Luthuli to succeed 
Champion. Relations between Africans and Indians in Natal had been tense ever 
since the 1949 riots. It is doubtful if the ANC as a whole was ready for a nation-
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DISCIPLINED TRESPASSING OF SPECIFIC LAWS 
dearly, a wide gap existed between the viewpoints of Malan and those of the 
organisers of the Defiance Campaign. The organisers of the campaign felt nothing 
further could be gained by negotiating with the government. Dadoo, president of 
the SAIC, invited all Whites who believed in "genuine democracy and in the 
principle of humanity'' to take par t in the campaign (Dadoo, 1952). The invitation 
fell on deaf ears. 

O n 6 April 1952, while hundreds of thousands of Whites celebrated the arrival 
of Jan van Riebeeck to establish a pennanent White settlement ln South Africa 
three centuries previously, politically-conscious Blacks held a number of protest 
meetings to discuss the launching of their campaign on 26 June (Kuper, 1956: 
111). Volunl:eers were recruited to be trained in the disciplined trespassing ~f 
specific laws on the model of Mohandas Gandhi's passive resistance campaign in 
India. The organisers hoped to get enough volunteers to fill up all the jails and to 
make it impossible for the government to proceed with the administration of the 
country. 

As planned, the Defiance Campaign started on 26 June with groups of volun
teers disobeying specific laws in a very disciplined manner. They would, for 
example, move into Black townships without obtaining lhe necessary permif~, 
would sit on benches marked "Whites only" at railway stations, or walk into the 
"White" sections of post offices - inviting the police to arrest them. In some 
instances the police were warned beforehand that the law would be broken, and in 
cases where the police refused to carry out arrests. the volunteers kept on with the 
infringements until they were arrested. 

During the consequent ~curt proceedings the volunteers pleaded guilty, and 
usually chose a jail sentence instead of paying a nne (Drum, October 1952; The 
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Story of Defiance). In some areas there were quite enough volunteers but not in all 
of them. The organisers never managed to fill up all the prisons. About two-thirds 
of the arrests for defiance were made in the Eastern Cape, and only one-seven
teenth in the Orange Free State and Natal together. An average of 2 000 arrests 
per month were made during the first four months, by which time the campaign 
had started to lose momentum. A series of incidents of severe violence rocked the 
peaceful image of the campaign, and dampened the enthusiasm of the first few 
months (Kuper, 1956: 122-143). By December there were only a few acts of 
defiance, the most important being on 8 December, when only a handful of Whites 
took part for the first time. The most prominent of these was Patrick Duncan, son 
of a fonner Governor-General. To the delight of the organisers, his participation 
generated a great deal of publicity for the campaign, both locally and overseas 
(Driver, I 980: 92-95).'9 

The court sentences meted out in the government's counteraction to the cam
paign were, at first, relatively light: on the average a fine of £2 or 30 days' 
imprisonment. Gradually more severe sentences were passed: young persons were 
sometimes sentenced to corporal punishment, and meetings and leaders were 
banned. Drastic legislation soon followed. The Public Safety Ad of I 953 empow
ered the Governor-General to declare a State of Emergency over the who!e or 
parts of the country, and to issue regulations suspending any law. The Criminal 
Law Amendment Act (1953) provided that any person guilty of an offence "com
mitted by way of protest, or in support of any campaign against any law, or in 
suppod of any campaign for ~he repeal or modification of any law", could be 
sentenced to a maximum of -three years' imprisonment or ten lashes or a fine of 
£300. For encouragement or incitement- to protest, the sentences were even 
heavier; a maximum of five years' imprisonment or ten lashes or a fine of £500. In 
view of this legislation the Defiance Campaign was suspended early in 1953 and 
the ~C declared that political resistance would continue in new forms (United 
Nations, 1972). 

THEM-PLAN 

The ANC's long-tenn reaction to the new legislation was the acceptance of a 
sweeping proposal to tighten the movement's organisational base. Conceived by 
Nelson Mandela, it was called the M-plan and comprised the internal rearrange
ment of the movement by splitting it into a hierarchy of smaller units. According 
to Lodge (1983: 75) the basic unit would be a "cell" in a single township street 
headed by a "cell steward". Seven street cells would fonn a "zone" un·der a "chief 
steward". Four zones would form a "ward" headed by a "prime steward''. The 

59. Northwestern University, Melville J Hcrskovitz Library, African Manuscripts 8, Vernon McKay 
Papers, Box 102, folder 2, Leiter from E. S. Munger to W. S. Rogers, 6 May 1953. 
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·.r- . 
·_,r .. prime stewards would form a branch secretariat in order to administer the ANC 
;,·, within a township. 
·\ ':" The National Executive Committee supported the M-plan, but it never ap
t; pealed to leaders of the more powerful branches, who seemed to regard it as a 
t ~hreat to their personal polihcal base. Moreover, the ANC did not have the 

resources necessary to implement the plan, such as full-time functionaries, 6nance 
or volunteer workers with enough time to devote to political activity. The ANC 

• was thus left with the established channels of communication with its constituen
cy, including public meetings, Press statements and the distribution of leaflets. 
These had never been adequate (FeH, 1967: 72-75) and proved, as more and more 
leaders were banned, ever more ineffective. 

The Defiance Campaign failed to convince or compel the authorities to repeal 
laws; however this does not mean that the thousands of individual acts of sacrifice 
had no discernible results. Indeed, like the Battle of Dunkirk during World War II, 
which was actually a BriHsh defeat but became an important symbol of heroism, 
the Defiance Campaign was soon to be eulogised as a great moment in the history 
of Black political protest in South Africa. Oliver Tambo, future president of the 
ANC, described it in Churchillian language as the finest hour in the history of 
Black protest politics. According to him, the campaign caused panic in govern
ment circles, resul_Hng in the hasty acceptance of Draconian legislation. 

The campaign doubtlessly stimulated solidarity among Black South Africans (Fat
ton, 1981: 130). It is often stated (e.g. Lodge, 1983: 61) that the Defiance Cam
paign gained widespread popular support for the ANC. Lilian Ngoyi, the first 
woman to be elected to the national executive of the Congress, declared in an 
interview with Mary Benson tha!:: "In fact politically I was born by the Defiance 
Campaign .. . "00 That may have been true, but although the campaign showed 
that Black discipline and organisational skills were far beyond what most people 
had expected, it never really caught on among the great mass of lhe people.61 

WORLD ATTENTION 
The campaign focused world attention on the situation in South Africa. During 
September 1952 the representatives of 13 naHons requested that the "question of 
race conflict in South Africa resulting from the policiE!s of apartheid of the Govern
ment of the Union of South Africa" be included on the agenda of the United 

60. University of London, School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), Benson Papers (MS 
348942), Box 2/ 4, Transcripts of interviews, unsorted: Transcript- of interview with LIiian Ngoyi, 
n.d. 

61. Nor!:hwestem University, Melville J Herskovitz Library, Africana Manuscripts &, Vernon 
McKay Papers, BQX 102, folder 2: Letter from E. S. Munger to W. S. Rogers, 9 May 1953. 
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Nations General Assembly. In an explanatory memorandum attached to the re
quest, the South A&ican government's suppression of the Defiance Campaign was 
condemned and the allegation was made thal: the race conflid in South Africa 
constituted a threat to i~ternational peace (United Nations, 1972). 

In the United States, a movemen} called Americans for South African Resistance 
was founded to publicise the campaign (Toward Freedom, 6 December 1952). It ·' 
published a booklet titled Nonviolent Revolution in So,,fh Africa in 1953 and sent ·,, 
financial support to the families of some of the resisters who were in prison.6 • A " 
second movement, the United Citizen' s Committee for Solidarity With South 
African Resistance, held a rally in Harlem, New York City, in November 1952 "to 
place on record the fad that we fully endorse and support the Campaign of 
Defiance of Unjust Laws in South Africa .. . " 63 -

A last important result of the failure of the campaign was that it hastened the 
end of Moroka's incompetent leadership. He was the ANC's President General, 
and as chairman of the Joint Planning Council, he had failed to give direction to the 
campaign. He lived and practised in Thaba 'Nchu, too far from the mainstream of ·· 
Black political activity, and was not re-elected as President General at the end of .. 
1952. Albert John Luthuli succeeded him. 

62. The New York Public Library, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culh1re, The Schomburg 
Clipping File, Sc Micro F-1, FSN Sc 004,6.57-1, Card 1: Nonviolent Revolution in South Africa, 
by George M. Hauser (booklet) and Support the Nonviolent Campaign againsl Unjust Laws in 
South Africa (leaflet). 

63. The New York Public Library, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, The Schomburg 
Clipping file, Sc Micro F-1. FSN Sc 004,657-1, Card 1: Salute to South Africa (leaflet). 
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{ :l9-,; The campaigns against Bantu education and the 
.:;:. ,;, Western Areas Removal Scheme 
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<· 

:.': -The Defiance Campaign of 1952 was scarcely over when the ANC became in
. · :_ volved in yet another major protest action. This time it was the campaign against 
i_·· · ·~he implementation of the government's Bantu Education Act of 1953. One of the 
. ..,;- stipulations of that Act was that control of African education would become the 
Y ' responsibility of the Minister of Native Affairs (Brookes, 1969: 47-48). Many 

Africans feared that the "liberal" education system instituted by the missionaries 
Was being replaced by a system where officials of an unpopular government 
i'lepartment would be in charge. These officials could hardly be expected !:o allow 
teachers of African children to emphasise the "common culture of the Christian 
West" (United Nations, 1955: 50). The Minister of Native Affairs, H.F. Verwoerd, 
publicly insinuatP.d that Africans would in future receive a second-rate education, 
by stating in the Union Senate that: 

''The Bantu must be guided to serve his own community in all respects. There is 
no place for him in the European community above the level of certain forms of 
labour ... For that reason it is of no avail for him to receive a training which has 
as its aim absorption in the European community ... " (quoted in Christie ·& 
Collins, 1984: 173). 

It was an unfortunate statement. Verwoerd' s opponents began using the name 
"Slave Educal-ion Ad" when talking about the Bantu Education Act. Many Afri-

- cans made a clear disHnction between true education and slave education. They 
wanted the right to a good educaHon for their children (New Age, 24 March 195 5). 
The reaction was so furious that no attention was paid to the positive aspects of 
the Bantu Education Act, such as the share which African parents were •given in 
controlling the schools. 

Apart from the ANC, one of the most outspoken opponents· of the Bantu 
Education Act was Trevor Huddleston, an Anglican priest based in Sophiatown, 
Johannesburg. His somewhat emotional comment on the Act was: 

"Here is racialism at its darkest and most damnable - that evil thing which seeks 
to direct and dominate even the minds of children. It must be defeated. Let us 
see to it that we spare ourselves in no way in combating this vicious and most 
arrogant attack on human freedom" (SACOD, c1955: Introduction). 

The Bantu Education Act became operative on 1 April 1955. The resistance to the 
Act had by then grown into a boycott campaign. During 1954 the National 
Executive of the ANC instructed its women and youth sections to work with other 
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17. The Congress of the People 

The campaigns against the Bantu Education Ad and the Western Areas Removal 
Scheme were generally overshadowed by a far more significant event, namely the 
Congress of the People in June 1955. The first proposal to hold a Congress of the · ,. ' 
People was aired in August 1953 by the President of the Cape ANC, Z. K. 
Matthews, who in his presidential address to the annual provincial conference of 
that organisation in Cradock, said: 

"Various groups in the coW1try, as you know are considering the idea of a 
national convention at whi.ch all groups might be represented to consider our 
national problems on an all-inclusive basis. The sponsors of these conveniions 
are hoping to invite various groups to send delegates to such meetings. I 
wonder whether the time has not come for the African National Congress to 
consider the question of convening a national convention, a congress of the 
people, representing all the people of this country irrespective of race or colour, 
to draw up a Freedom Charter for the democratic South Africa of the future. 
Once the principle of the establishment of such a Congress of the People was 
accepted, the details of its implementation could be worked out either by the 
National Executive or by an ad hoc committee entrusted with that special duty 
... " (Matthews, 1981: 173). 

Matthews' proposal was approved at the Cradock conference, which resolved to 
send it to the National Executive Committee for inclusion in the agenda of the 
National Conference of the ANC at 1:he end of 1953 (Matthews, 1981: 175). 
Although the idea met with some opposition, with left-wing radicals of the ANC 
wishing for militant action and the right-wing distrusting a multiracial campaign, 
the vast majority at the conference were attracted by the idea (Sampson, 1958: 
104). The National Conference instructed its Executive Committee to prepare for 
a Congress of the People to implement Ma!:thews' proposal. The Committee was 
instructed to· convene a meeting of executives of the ANC. the SAlC, the South 
African Coloured People's Organisation (SACPO), SACOD and other sympa
thetic organisations, in order to gain their co-operation. The SAlC, SACPO - all 
organisation founded in September 1953 (Lewis, 1987: 269)- and SACOD were 
enthusiastic about the proposal. But in both the White and the Black Press hardly 
any mention was made of the proposed congress. The only exceptions were the 
weekly Advance, a successor to the CPSA' s Guardian, which became New Age 
during 1954, and the mon!:hly Fighting Talk. Both gave as much publicity as 
possible to the organisation of that congress. Fighting Talk used to be the organ of 

108 

: . )he Springbok Legion, but was taken over by supporters of SA COD, SAIC and the 
,.i, ::ANC-in March 1954 (De Villiers, 1965: 226) . 

. ··The executive committees of all the interested congresses held a joint meeting 
r • • , . lri. March 1954, at which a joint planning committee representing all four bodies 
. : · was established to organise the holding of the proposed congress (Fighting Talk, 
~y' · April 1954: 4). The committee, later known as the National Action Council, called 
7, .. . for 50 000 "Freedom Volunteers" to assist in giving publicity to the congress and 

· to collect demands from "the people" for inclusion in the Freedom Charter (De 
• Vllliers, 1965: 227). 

THB COLLECTION OF DEMANDS 
The collection of demands was undertaken by both the local ANC bran~hes and 
the provincial organisers. Hundreds of freedom volunteers were recruited to visit 
people in their homes, in fadories, on White-owned farms and in Black rural areas 
to coiled demands. Forms drafted by the National Action Council were used, 
alHiough many people wrote their demands on scraps of paper (Suttner & Cronin, 
1986: 43 ). The idea was that- foe charter had to emerge from ''the people" to mirror 
the demands of ordinary men and women (Lodge, 1983: 69-70). It was meant to be 
a truly democratic effort. However, the Commissioner of the South African Police 
suspected the true motives of the organisers. He believed that the National Action 
Council was a Communist-dominated "master planning council" bent on exploit
ing the grievances of Africans. Congress leaders denied the allegations, but the 
police began to monil:or the planning of the congress and the Minister of Justice 
had a number of leaders ddained under the provisions of the Suppression of 
Communism Ad (De Vill~rs, 1965: 227-228). 

Despite continuous police intervention, preparations progressed. The National 
Action Council issued a regular newsletter, tiHed Speaking Together. A number of 

· regional and local conferences were held during which demands _for inclusion in 
the Freedom <:;harler were collected (Speaking Together, No. 3, September 1954). 
At the ANC's annual conference held in Durban in December 1954, !:he activities 
of the National Action Council were approved and it was decided that the Con
gress had to be a unique mass meeting of delegates representing all the inhabi-

;- · tan ts, urban and rural, Black and White. The Congress would carefully consider the 
'~ details of the people's demand~ for inclusion in the Freedom Charter. This Free

dom Charter would be a declaration of human rights, and every South African 
would uphold it. 

In April 1955 subcommittees of the National Adion Council began sorting the 
demands in!:o categories (Lodge, 1983: 70--71). The final drafting of the Freedom 
Charter was undertaken by a small committee, which remained anonymous. The 
style in which the Charter was written was possibly that of Lionel Bernstein, a 
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